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ABSTRACT 



This thesis looks at the 1976 bicentennial of the American Revolution. Many towns 
across the United States took part in, or planned their own, celebrations to commemorate 
national history. Yet in many cases these town celebrations also memorialized a local and 
individual history. LaGrange, Georgia, was one such town. LaGrange claimed a personal tie to 
the bicentennial because of its asserted connection to the American Revolutionary hero Marquis 
de Lafayette, who related the area near Troup County to his French estate. This French 
connection led to a statue being placed in the LaGrange town square in 1 976. By focusing on the 
planning, correspondence, and public events involving the bicentennial celebrations and the 
placement of the Lafayette statue this thesis intends to assess how a historical identity created by 
and perpetuated by the elite results in the concealment of local economic and racial strife. The 
Troup County Archives and the LaGrange College Archives contained much of the primary 
source materials for this research. By looking at this case study 1 hope to explore the larger idea 
of public spectacle and creation of culture and tradition within societies. 



INDEX WORDS: Historical memory, Commemoration, Collective Memory, Economic 
Revitalization, Preservation, Georgia History, Lafayette, LaGrange, and Urban Issues 
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Introduction 



In the 1 970s, fervor for the bicentennial of the American Revolution gripped many cities 
across the United States. 1 As a result, numerous national and local planning committees to 
organize celebrations were established all over the country. In the town of LaGrange, located 
south of Atlanta, in Georgia, one of these committees coordinated the events marking the 
occasion of American Independence from Great Britain. Remarkably, the town tied its festivities 
to the American Revolutionary hero Marquis de Lafayette, who had allegedly paid a visit in 1 825 
and expressed that the area reminded him of La Grange, his French estate. Flattered by the 
compliment, the town adopted this name. In the following decades, this local legend continued 
to fuel interest in the town’s history and provided LaGrange with the means to connect itself to 
both French culture and the Revolution. Prominent town planners and bicentennial committee 
members sought to further revive the memory of Lafayette during the 1970s, forming a 
movement that culminated in the 1975 erection of a statue of Lafayette in the main town square. 

By looking at the process of construction of the statue of the Marquis de Lafayette - and 
of the imagined past it represents - this thesis explores the complex dynamics through which 
LaGrange built its local identity to explore larger themes in American history such as collective 
memory, racial tensions, historic preservation, and economic revitalization. The case of 
LaGrange demonstrates how the movement to craft a new identity originated from an effort to 
re-emphasize the city’s long history (in contrast with newer, less historic counterparts) and 
beauty; to connect to a real or imagined historical past; and to reminisce for the good old days 

1 American Revolution Bicentennial Administration, Comprehensive Calendar of Bicentennial Events: 
Event Details for Slates West of the Mississippi River, Feb. 1976 (Washington: The Administration, 1 976); 

American Revolution Bicentennial Administration, Comprehensive Calendar of Bicentennial Events: Event Details 
for States East of the Mississippi River, Feb. 1976 (Washington: The Administration, 1 976); Tammy Stone-Gordon, 
The Spirit of 1976: Commerce, Community, and the Politics of Commemoration (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2013). 
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